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Abstract  
The expectation that the Australian Public Service (APS) is an ethical, values-
driven institution providing impartial advice to ministers while acting in the 
public interest is enduring, and under a Westminster framework is fundamental 
to democracy. However, a more politicised public service resulting from public 
service reforms has challenged this notion in practice.  
While the principles and functions of the APS have been clearly set out in the 
Public Service Act and the Public Service Values, the informal concept of 
‘frank and fearless advice’ is still regarded as a powerful term of reference by 
public servants and the general public. However, during the Howard 
government’s term of office between 1996-2007, several incidents that 
generated claims of politicisation raised concerns about the lack of frank and 
fearless policy advice expressed in practice by the APS. Public sector reform 
undertaken since the 1970s has had a crucial impact on the way the public 
service is structured, and therefore has had a significant impact on the policy-
making role of the APS and the ability of the public service to solve or even 
manage wicked problems such as social and environmental issues.  
The primary aim of this thesis is to gain some insight into the concept of the 
politicisation of the APS in order to identify its effect on social and 
environmental issues. From an historical institutionalist perspective, and using 
critical analysis with interviews as secondary research, this thesis focuses on 
the possibility of the politicisation of public service advice for wicked problems 
   vi 
such as social and environmental issues that were often placed as secondary to 
the focus of the Howard government on economic and security issues.  
Two case studies have been analysed in this thesis; poverty as a social issue 
and water as an environmental issue. It is concluded that an enduring problem 
with both poverty and water are political priorities, which are difficult to 
change. Notwithstanding political considerations, the necessity for an 
apolitical public service is essential in contemporary Australia in order to 
ensure the public interest, equity and continued democracy when providing 
policy advice to government. 
 
   vii 
List of tables  
Table 1: Comparative poverty lines 
Table 2: Rhetoric of Perversity in Two Eras 
Table 3: ABS Average Weekly Earnings 
Figure 1: Real rates of income support payments 
   viii 
List of acronyms 
ABC Australian Broadcasting Commission 
ACOSS Australian Council of Social Services 
AIFS Australian Institute of Family Studies 
APS Australian Public Service  
APSC Australian Public Service Commission 
CIS Centre for Independent Studies 
COAG Council of Australian Governments 
COAG Council of Australian Governments 
CPD Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates 
DEH Department of Environment and Heritage 
DIMIA 
 
Department of Immigration, Multicultural and Indigenous 
Affairs 
EMTRs Effective Marginal Tax Rates 
ESD Environmentally Sustainable Development 
F&PA Senate Finance and Public Administration Committees 
FaCS Family and Community Services 
FOI Freedom of Information 
HECS Higher Education Contribution Scheme 
MAB Management Advisory Board 
MDB Murray-Darling Basin 
MDBC Murray-Darling Basin Commission 
MDBMC Murray-Darling Basin Ministerial Council 
NFPOs Not for Profit Organisations 
NGOs Non-Government Organisations 
   ix 
NHMRC National Health and Medical Research Centre 
NHT National Heritage Trust 
NPM New Public Management 
NWI National Water Initiative 
PM Prime Minister 
PSA Public Service Act 
PSB  Public Service Board 
PSCr Public Service Commissioner 
PSMPC Public Service and Merit Protection Commission 
RCAGA Royal Commission on Australian Government 
Administration 
SES Senior Executive Service 
SRHES Snowy River Hydro-Electric Scheme 
 
   x 
Table of Contents 
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION ......................................................................... 1 
1.1 THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ........................................................................... 4 
1.1.1 New institutionalism ........................................................................... 13 
1.2 OUTLINE OF THESIS........................................................................................ 21 
1.2.1 Methods and Methodology ................................................................. 21 
1.2.2 Chapter outline ................................................................................... 25 
2 CHAPTER 2: THE AUSTRALIAN PUBLIC SERVICE ........................ 27 
2.1 INTRODUCTION .............................................................................................. 27 
2.2 THE AUSTRALIAN PUBLIC SERVICE ACT ....................................................... 31 
2.2.1 Historical context ............................................................................... 32 
2.2.2 The 1902 Public Service Act .............................................................. 33 
2.2.3 The 1922 Public Service Act .............................................................. 36 
2.2.4 The Royal Commission on Government Administration .................... 40 
2.2.5 The 1999 Public Service Act .............................................................. 42 
2.3 A NEW PUBLIC SERVICE: NEW PUBLIC MANAGEMENT ................................... 44 
2.3.1 A professional public service ............................................................. 46 
2.3.2 The Values of the Australian Public Service ...................................... 48 
2.3.3 Impartiality or responsiveness? ......................................................... 52 
2.3.4 A frank and fearless public service .................................................... 56 
2.4 ROLE OF THE AUSTRALIAN PUBLIC SERVICE ................................................. 60 
2.4.1 Impartial advice in a contested environment ..................................... 60 
2.4.2 In the public interest ........................................................................... 64 
2.4.3 An ethical public service .................................................................... 66 
3 CHAPTER 3: POLITICISATION ............................................................. 70 
3.1 DEFINING POLITICISATION ............................................................................. 71 
3.2 HISTORICAL CLAIMS OF POLITICISATION ........................................................ 72 
3.3 POLITICISATION CLAIMS UNDER THE HOWARD GOVERNMENT ...................... 75 
3.3.1 Partisan appointments ........................................................................ 79 
3.3.2 Prime Ministerial power .................................................................... 82 
   xi 
3.3.3 New Public Management Principles .................................................. 85 
3.3.4 Political advisers ................................................................................ 89 
3.3.5 Record-keeping ................................................................................... 93 
3.3.6 Culture and ideology .......................................................................... 96 
3.4 POLITICISATION: DISCUSSION ........................................................................ 98 
3.4.1 Wicked problems and the APS .......................................................... 103 
4 CHAPTER 4: SOCIAL ISSUES – POVERTY ....................................... 120 
4.1 BACKGROUND ............................................................................................. 120 
4.2 DEFINITION OF POVERTY ............................................................................. 125 
4.2.1 Historical factors – the Harvester Judgment ................................... 130 
4.2.2 Historical factors – the Henderson Poverty Line ............................. 133 
4.3 CONTEMPORARY APPROACHES TO POVERTY POLICY ................................... 137 
4.3.1 A theory of multiple disadvantage .................................................... 139 
4.3.2 Groups experiencing poverty ........................................................... 141 
4.3.3 New ideas for poverty ....................................................................... 145 
4.3.4 Behavioural poverty ......................................................................... 151 
4.3.5 Fear of the disadvantaged ................................................................ 155 
4.3.6 Structural constraints: effective marginal tax rates ......................... 160 
5 CHAPTER 5: ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES – WATER ....................... 169 
5.1 BACKGROUND ............................................................................................. 173 
5.2 HISTORICAL APPROACHES TO WATER POLICY .............................................. 183 
5.2.1 A magic pudding framework and a domination approach ............... 183 
5.2.2 Federation and the fragmentation of water policy ........................... 188 
5.2.3 Nation-building policies ................................................................... 190 
5.2.4 Rural vs. urban water issues and fragmentation .............................. 193 
5.3 RIGHTS TO WATER ....................................................................................... 195 
5.4 MARKET APPROACHES TO WATER REFORM .................................................. 197 
5.5 NEW IDEAS FOR ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY ................................................... 199 
5.5.1 Ecologically sustainable development ............................................. 199 
6 CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION ..................................................................... 208 
6.1 IMPARTIALITY ............................................................................................. 208 
   xii 
6.2 RESPONSIVENESS ......................................................................................... 212 
6.3 ACCOUNTABILITY ........................................................................................ 215 
7 CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION .................................................................. 218 
 REFERENCES ........................................................................................... 225 
